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"Why SUNY Students Fail to Complete 
Independent Study Courses-." 



The following brief is presented as a preview of the findings: 



Purpose 

» * I 

The purpose of this study was to determine why enrollees in 
SUNY independent study cpurses do. not carry their courses / 
/-through to completion. The findings were desired to develr . 
op methods of improving 'the completion rate. * » • 



Design, of the Study 

Questionnaires were mailed to the population of 364 SUNY 
students who have discontinued their- study in at least one . 
correspondence course. The term ^"discontinued" * referred to, 
a student who had neither completed the course nor extended, 
his enrollment during the 12^ month period since the' date of 
his initial enrollment. ’ If a student had discontinued his. 
enrollment in several courses, he was asked to select the 
one course he would prefer to use in answering the question- 
naire . . ’ * 

* * » - . , 

The time period covered/ in the study started with the date 

SUNY Campuses first began enrolling independent study stu- 
dents to Jime 30, 196y inclusive. After mailing follow-up 
letters to. the 364 students involved, a 52 per cent response 
level was obtained. Tne response level was considered quite- 
high? previous research has shown that students who discon- 
tinue are relatively unresponsive and may construe question- 
naire follow-up as pressure put upon them to complete their 

work . 

« 

Replies were tabulated; to identify the main reasons for dis- 
continuing. The problems presented by^the entollees were 
analyzed from the standpoint of possible ways. to correct 
. them. ’ 



Assumptions of the 

Study . " * y\ 

It was assumed that the respondents were’ fairly representative 
of ttfe actual population of students who have dropped out of 
correspondence ^j>tudy courses. In other words, it was assumed 



that the reaction, of these .respondents Would serve as a valid 
basis for making decisions affecting current and future stu- 
dents ^served by the Independent Study Program 



Main Findings 

1. In order of frequency , the following main reasons for 

i enrolling were given: to obtain college credit (23 

per cent) ; desire for self -improvement (20 per cent) ; 
to develop career-related skills (14 per cent); to 
satisfy a certification requirement (9 per cent) ; and 
to satisfy a^pollege degree requirement (8 per cent) . 

2. The most frequently giypn reason for discontinuing in- 
volved the instructor ? s late return of lessons-. 

3. Of the reasons given for discontinuing, problems in- 
■ volving the instructor and administrative procedures 

were mentioned most often (24 per cent) . In order of 
frequency, other major reasons centered on problems 
involving: the enrollee's motivation and his learning 

orientation (22 per cent); other demands on the enrollee's 
time (19 per cent) new developments anc| changes in the 
enrollee's plans (15 per cent); content of the course 
itself (15 per' cent); and miscellaneous reasons (5 per cent) 

4. There did not appear to be^ a close relationship between 
the reasons given for enrolling and those stated for 

dis confirming. ' ^ 

5. Seventy-five per cent of the respondents failed to go 
beyond the one-quarter point in the number, of lessons 
turned in; 34 per cent did not submit any lessons. 

4 • * * ^ * 

6. Despite discontinuing, a clear majority (63 per cent) of 
the respondents indicated that they had learned something 
from the course; 40 per cent indicated they planned to 
complete the course sometime in the future. 

$ 

» l 

7. Of the 187 respondents, the distribution was 57 per cent 
women and 43 per cent men; one-half were oyer thirty 
years ■\o‘f age; all had at least a high school education 
and the vast majority (69 per c&nt) had some college 

experience’. * . • , 

\ j * 

8. About 14 per cent of the respondents had taken a high 
school or college-level correspondence course prior to f 
enrolling in SUNY independent study work. About 22 per 
cent of those who discontinued were enrolled in more 
than one independent study course; 28 per cent were 






c 



taking a course for college credit on campus or at an 
extension center during the time they were taking SUUY 
independent study work. - 

► " 

9. The data revealed noteworthy. differences between men and 
women in the following areas: (a) more of the women were 

• over 40 years of age? (b) considerably more of the men 
had taken some graduate, work? (c) a higher proportion of 
men had taken high, school' or college correspondence work 
prior to enrolling .in the SUNY program fahd td) a greater 
number of men said they were taiking a course for credit 
on campus or at an extension center while enrolled in 
SUNY correspondence work. 



Conclusions •’ , 

• % \ 

1. The course 'Seemed to be of benefit to the large majority 
of>the enrollees, despite the fact of non-completion. 

2. Of . all the reasons given, the one mentioned most frequently 
concerned the instructor's late return of corrected lessons . 
Enrollees had multiple reasons for discontinuing; however, 
rather than a single major cause. 

3. There are suggestions that a sizable number of the diffi- 
culties presented as reasons for discontinuing could have 

. been : avoided by more careful' planning by the enrolled. 

> < Enrollees often would have been.better advised to post- 

• —pone^ enrollment, to take fewer courses, or to. take differ- 
ent courses. The findings Suggest that more effective 

' student counseling both prior to enrollment . and during 
the course, could have greatly reduced the number of 
— • discontinued enrollments.' 

4. The- -findings give promise of serving both the effective- 
ness and economy of corrective action which might be 
taken. First, “the- date concerning both the proportion 
of lessons completed and reasons for enrolling could be . 
used by campuses in developing procedures to motivate 
enrollees to continue their study.. Secondly, campuses 
could use the study's, .findings to improve administrative x 
procedures and to resolve .’specific difficulties involving 
the instructor.. 



Recommendations ’ ' 

improvement is needed in the total effort made by campus admin- 
.istrators and instructors to serve the correspondence student. 
Specifically, it is recommended , that : 
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The late return of lessons should be a priority item for 
a plan of corrective action taken by campuses. . In addi- 
tion, campuses should plan appropriate corrective action 
to ensure the prompt delivery of course materials. The 
study's data reveal that the above conditions influence 
a sizable number of students to discontinue. 

Campus administrators should make ^a concerted communications 
effort to supplement and reinforce the relationship between 
instructor and student. Comments made by this study's 
respondents suggest that most campuses presently are making 
only aminimal effort to communicate with students. 

Both campus administrators and correspondence instructors 
should make a special effort to encouragei enrollees during 
their early months of study. The study's data indicate 
that one-third of the students discontinue without sub- 
mitting any lessons. 

i 

Whenever possible, campuses should provide pre-enrollment 
counseling for enrollees; also, counseling should be avail- 
able during the student's progress in the course. As in- 
dicated by this study's data, a large number of problems 
experienced by enrollees could have been either prevented 
or eliminated by more effective counseling. 
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R.ESULTS 



To provide insight into the interpretation of the findings, 
data relating -to the respondents will be presented first; 
i Ktt «=> rlocr'ri nf ir>r) of 7 tllG ITGciSOnS CJlVGn for GIUTO-L-L 

lUixvWcu ^ ^ 

ing in arid discoi^t inning from courses. 



Characteristics of Respondents 



Age of Respondents . 

Only 6 per cent of the respondents were under 21 years of 
aqe. The largest proportion (68 per cent) of the sample 
was in the 21-40' age group. Exactly 26 per cent of the 
respondents were over 40 years of age (Table- 1). 



Table 1 



"How old 


Vfere you on 


Your Last 


Birthday? 1 




Total 

Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


% 


% 


18-20 


6 ' 


5 


7 


21-25 


21 


23 


20 


26-30 


23 


29 


18 


31-35 


14 


15 


13 


36-40 


10 


10 


11 


41 or 
older 


26 


18 


31 


Totals 


100 


100 


100 



Educational Level ^ 

As shown- in Table 2, all of the respondents had at least a 
high school education and the vast majority had some college 
experience. Almost one-fifth had completed at least one 
graduate course; a notable difference was found m this regard 
Considerably more men than women had taken some graduate work. 
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Table 2 



"What is the Highest Educational 
Level you Have Attained?" 



Total 





Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


% 


% 


High School 


31 


19 


40 


3-yr. college 


12 


14 


11 
A *1 


2-yrs. college 


27 


22 


31 

rv 


4-yrs. college 
•' 1 or more grad. 


11 


13 


9 


courses 


19 


32 


9 


Totals 

\ 


100 


100 


100 



Previous Experience 

About 14 per cent of the respondents reported that they had 
previously taken a high school or college-level correspon- 
dence course prior to enrolling in this course. Exactly 
24 per cent of the. men as compared to only 6 per cent of 
the women reported that they had taken previous work by 
correspondence; it was speculated that the men may have 
had an opportunity during a period of military service to 
take courses through the USAFI Institute (Table 3) . 



Table 3 



N. 



"Did you Ever Take a High School 
or College-Level Correspondence Course 
Prior to’ Enrolling in This Course?" 





• Total 


\ 






Respondents 


Men 


‘ Women 




% 


• '%* 


% 


Yes 


14 


24 


6 


No 


86 


76 

♦ 


93 


Totals 


100 N \ 


100 


‘ 100 



Student Workload 



t 

Just over one-fifth (22 per. cent) of the respondents stated 
that they were enrolled in at least one additional correspon- 
dence course for college credit while taking this course. 
Slightly more than three— fourths (78 per cent) indicated 
that they were enrolled only in the course from' which * they 
discontinued their study (Table 4) . * 



Table 4 



"During the Time you Were Taking This Course t 
how Many Additional Correspondence Courses 
for College Credit Were, you Enrolled in?" 





Total 








Respondents 


Men 


Women 


4 

| 


% 


% 


% 


— ^None 


78 . 


84 


74 


One 


17 


13 


20 


’ 2 or more 


5 

\ 


3 


6 


Totals 


100 


100 


100 



As shown in Table 5, slightly more than one-fourth (^8 per 
cent) of the respondents indicated that they were al&o 
taking a course for college credit on campus or at an ^ ex- 
tension center. Considerably more men than women indicated 
that they were taking courses of this kind. 



Table- 5 



"During the Time you Were Enrolled in This Course , 
Were you Also Taking a Course for College Credit 
on Campus or at an Extension Center?" 





Total 








Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


% 


% 


Yes 


28 


37 


21 


No 


72 


63 


79 


Totals 


100 


100 


100 



Reasons for Enrolling 



Students were asked to indicate the one main reason that they 
enrolled in the course. It was recognized that the typical 
enrollee usually has more than one reason for undertaking a 
learning activity. Previous research has shown, however, that 
enrollees usually can identify a main reason for enrolling 
from a list of alternatives . 



Main Reasons 



In general, differences between men and' women were not con- 
sidered- appreciable concerning reasons for enrolling (Table 6) . 

/ / 

/ 



Table 6 



"What is the' one Main Reason That you 
Enrolled in this Course?” 

Total 



1 


Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


• % 


■ % 


College credit needed 




24 


22 


Self-improvement 




18 


24* 


Develop career- related skills • 


14 


16 


11 


Certification purposes 




13 


7 


Satisfy a college degree 
requirement • 




5 


10 


Unable to take the course 
any other way * 




10 


6 


Some other reason 


8 


4 


10. ■ 


Develop skills related to 


» 


* 


6 


current job 




6 


Refresher course 


' . 3 


3 


3 


Repeat because of failure 
or low grade .' 


. .. 1 


1 


1 


Totals 


100 


100 


100 



1* Figures appearing in the text refer to publications' listed 
by number under "End Notes" at the end of this report. 



Exactly 40 per cent of the main reasons reported involved a 
need (1) to obtain college credit; (2) to meet certification 
requirements; and (3) to satisfy a college degree requirement. 
It would appear that these students had a clear idea of their 
educational goals. Indeed the lack of goal-clarity is often 
claimed to be an important cause of non-completion. 

* <% 

Other main reasons reported by a sizable number of respon- 
dents related to a recognized need for self-improvement. 

(20 per cent) and the need to. develop career-related skills 
(14 per cent) . These reasons were interpreted as- -represent- 
ing fairly strong sources of motivation. Exactly 8 per ‘cent 
of the respondents reported that they were unable to take 
the course any other way except by correspondence. This 
reason was interpreted as being a weak source of motivation 
to meet the challenge of self-discipline required, (Table 6) . 



In response to an open-end item, 8 per cent indicated that 
they had some other reason for enrolling which was not listed 
among the alternatives. Among the reasons given by these 
respondents were: (1) to satisfy a prerequisite for a planned 

course of study; (2) to satisfy one's curiousity; and (3) to 
receive instruction from a popular professor who was teaching 
the course (Table 6) . 



Comparison With 
Other Research 





When the main reasons given for enrolling are compared with 
other research, these data take on more significance. From 
an overall viewpoint, this study's data are in close agree- 
ment with results from correspondence drgp-out research 
reported by Hartsell, 2 and by James and Wedemeyer. 3 



As shown in a recent SUNY study, however, a majority (52 per 
cent)- of the main reasons for enrolling given by students 
who had successfully completed independent study covrses, 
focused oh v the need to obtain academic credit. 4 As reported 
earlier, only 40 per cent of reasons ‘given by discontinued 
students centered on academic credit; these findings appear 
to indicate that having a clear and tangible goal provides 
a fairly strong source of motivation for independent study. 



« 



i 
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Appraisal of Study Experience 



Material Learned 

Respondents were asked whether they felt that they had learned 
anything from the course; the finding that almost two-thirds 
said "yes" was not too surprising (Table 7). It should be 
borne in mind that this^tem provided one of the few opportun- 
ities in the questionnaire for the enrollee to cast himself in 
a positive light, in contrast to the somewhat negative- approach 
of the other items in calling' for an explanation of delinquency, 
Notwithstanding this fact, these responses do suggest a realiza- 
tion of the value of the ‘course . , 



Table 7 



ERjt 



"Do you Feel That you Have Learned Anything 

From This Course?" 

Total 



1 

f 

l 

1 

£ ' 




Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


% 


% 


i* 

Y * 

1* 


Yes 


63 


62 


49 


5 1 

i 

| 


No ■ 


37 


38 


51 




» 

Totals 


100 


100, 


100 




Plans to Complete . ' • 

‘ Respondents were asked to indicate, whether, they planned to 
complete the course sometime in the future. Exactly 40 per 
cent indicated that they’ planned to finish' the course 
(Table 8) . Although these answers may be based more upon 
wishful thinking than upon concrete planning, they never- . 
theless reflect a high degree of positive . feeling about 
the course, and suggest a realization of its potential value 



"Are 


. Table - 8 

you Planning to Complete This 


Course 




Sometime in the 
Total 


Future? 




• 


Respondents 


Men 


Women 




% 


% 


% 


Yes 


v 40 

60 

* 


39 


41 


No 


61 


59 


Totals 100 


100 


100 


• 


- - 




k * 






\ 

About one-third (34 per cent) of the respondents did not sub- 
mit any lessons before discontinuing; 75 per cent failed to 
go beyond the one-quarter point in the number of lessons which 
were turned in (Table 9) . These finding^ are nearly identical 
to results obtained in a 1960 ( research project at the Univer- 
sity of Wisconsin. 5- 

The data shown in Table 9 tend to suggest that if students 
turn in more than one-fourth of the lessons, they probably 
will complete the course. Herein lies an importarit 'implica- 
tion for increasing the completion rate; it appears critical 
to encourage students during their first stage of study — 
the inertia of those. who failed to make even a beginning most 
clearly illustrates this. 





stable 9 






4 


>> . 






"Wha 


t Proportion of the 


Lessons 


* 




did you Complete?" 








Total 








Respondents 


.Men 


Women 


* 


% 


% 


% 


None K 


’ 34 


32 


35 


Less than 1/4 


41 


41 


43 


Less than 1/2 


13 


13 


13 


Less than 3/4 


9 


10 


7 


.Almost all 


3 


. 4 

/ 


2 


Totals 


100 


100 


100 



Reasons for Discontinuing 



Reasons given by enrollee's who discontinue often involve \ 
rationalizations which make their responses difficult to 
evaluate. Also, it is recognized that enrol lees usually 
have more than one reason for discontinuing. Other re- 
search has shown, however, that an open-end item requesting 
enrollees to state their main reason will yield valid infor- . 
mation. 6 



Each respondent, therefore, was asked J:o write out his one 
main reason for discontinuing; only 10 enrollees did not 
answer this item. Additional reasons for discontinuing were 
given in reply to a later question which invited respondents 
to suggest ways of improving the Independent Study Program. 0 



Plan of Presentation 



It appeared that 'clearly identifiable main themes were con- 
tained in the overwhelming, majority of reasons. Only a small 
number of respondents seemed to be rationalizing father than 
making a sound appraisal of their difficulties. This can be 
illustrated in such contradictory statements as "The course 
was too difficult, but I suppose I wasn't up to it." 



All of the reasons given by enrollees were grouped into the 
six categories s.hown in Table 10; sub-groups of reasons con- 
tained within categories are found in the tables in Appendix A 



C ' 

After analyzing the distribution among categories (Table 10), 
a sample of the verbatim comments comprising each category 
will be presented. This sample was chosen to illustrate in 
both a quantitative and qualitative Way the range of comments 
which were made; therefore, it should be remembered that the 
comments presented are only a portion of the total responses. 



Table 10 



Distribution of Reasons for 
Discontinuing, by Category 



Per Cent 

Problems involving the instructor and 
administrative procedures.’. 

Problems, involving enrollee^'s motivation 
or his learning orientation............. 



Problems of other demands on enrollee's 
time. . . 19 < \ 

v 4^ 

Problems relating to new developments 
and changes in the enrolleejs plans 15 

Problems regarding content of the course 
itself 15 

Miscellaneous reasons. 5 



24 



22 



Total 



100 



Overall Distribution 
of Main Reasons 



The enrollee* s ^reasons were fairly evenly distributed among 
five of the six categories (Table 10); in other -words, 
enrollees appear to have a cluster of reasons for discon- 
tinuing rather than a single major cause. Of the six 
categories, five primarily include factors which do not 
lend themselves to direct control by correspondence in- 
structors or campus administrators. Of all reasons given, 
however, the one which was mentioned most frequently con- 
cerned the instructor’s late return of corrected lessons; 
a situation that is subject to Control along with other 
problems involving campus administrative procedures. 



Problems Involving 
the Instructor 

One-fourth (24 per cent) of the reasons 'for discontinuing 
were grouped into the first category in Table 10. About 
seven out of every ten reasons in thi's category related 
to problems involving the .instructor; the remaining reasoiis 
related to difficulties involving the campus. For a more 
detailed analysis, verbatim' responses^ concerning the in- 
structor will be presented separately from those of the 
'campus. 

4 . * < 

« 

Return of lessons — After completing a number of lessons, 
I had •toi wait six weeks for "the initial two assignments to be 
returned. I did not want to go' on until the papers were cor^- 
rected and returned. By the time they were returned I had 
fallen too far behind to complete the course. 

The instructor did not return my lessons promptly; I could 
not apply his comments to later lessons. . 

There was a* delay in the return of corrected lessons and 
-difficulty in interpreting his comments. 

I waited over two months before my instructor returned my 
first lesson. I have never received my second, lesson back,,, 
which I mailed in three months ago. 

The instructor took from two to three w'e^ks to mail back the 
lessons. After seeing the length of time it would take- me 
to complete the course, I took the. course in the next sem- 
ester at the college I attended. ' 



I did not receive any corrections or return of the assign- 
ments which, i sent, in; I receivec^io assistance from the 
instructor. ' 

Could not complete the course due to the long period- of 
time that was being taken for a corrected lesson to be 
returned. Therefore, I had to take it at a university 
because time was running out and I needed the course 
credit.- Some lessons .took eight weeks' before they were 
corrected; the shortest was fotr weeks. 

The delay in waiting for return of submitted material, and 
the necessary wait for answers to specific questions damp- 
ened my interest. I was accustomed to faster feedback. 

In September, 1968 I sent in the first lesson and then wait- 
ed for four months to get my first lesson back. In' addition, 
illness in my family upset my planned study program. 

’ . / 

I became discouraged when lessons were not answered soon.' 
Also, one question asked for a translation in one’s own 
words And the teacher said more outside examples needed 
to be given. I wonder if the teacher read the question? 

The primary reason was failure on the part of the instructor 
to return my lessons. My first lesson was returned after 
two and one-half months; only after I sent letters to the 
instructor and to the director of the correspondence study 
program. .• 

I was told that the course would be at my speed. After sub- 
mitting four lessons, one at a time, no corrected lessons ^ 
were returned to me. 

There was much delay in returning my work. The instructor 
changed during the course and there was a four-month delay 
before a new instructor was assigned; he also was very slow 
.in returning my work.— 7 



Teaching approach used — The degrading comments of the 
instructor could spur a good student to better work. But 
for someone like myself who felt unable to compete with 
young people, who already felt dumb, it was an obstacle I 
couldn't cope with. 

I did not receive the supportive help which the course claims 
would be given; therefore, I made repeated errors on succeed- 
ing lessons and received low grades.* 



$ 
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Did not care for my teacher’s attitude. He was rude, incon- 
siderate, and too sarcastic. His degrading attitude not only 
discourages a student from continuing but it also takes away 
the pleasure of learning. 

I hesitated to submit my assignments because of the harshness 
of the instructor's comments — "trite" and "garbage" were. 3 l 
few of the remarks which he made. 

The instructor was too critical for a correspondence studept 
who is under a handicap. A little encouragement at the very 
beginning would have helped me to finish the course. I wanted 
this course and paid monqy for it. 



Teacher not available — There. was a lack of interest on 
the teacher's part, also the teacher was unavailable from 
January to June. 

The teacher was not available for a six-month period, from 
January to June. 

Grading — The instructor had an inconsistent evaluation 
scaleT One week four mistakes was an "A", the next week it 
was as low as an "F" . , ; 

Discussion: Problems 

Involving the Instructor 

The above comments concerning late return of lessons are 
further illuminated by the results of a recent study of 
SUNY students who successfully have completed independent 
study courses. In the SUNY study, three out of every four 
students reported that assignments usually were corrected 
and returned within 20 days. 6 One out of every four en~ 
rollees, however , indicated that more than 20 days gener- 
ally elapsed before assignments were returned. 

The following nine campuses were involved in student com- 
plaints made about the instructor: Albany; Alfred; Brockport; 

Farmingdale; Manhattan; Nassau; . Orange; and Plattsburgh. The 
Brockport campus was mentioned more frequently than other 
colleges. The courses involved at each of these campuses 
are listed in Appendix Table 1. 
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Problems Involving 
Administrative Procedures 



About three out .of every te#— reasons grouped into the first 
category in Table 10 involved problems with administrative 
procedures; that is/ diff icuixres associated with service 
provided by the campus. A sample of verbatim comments is 
listed next. 

Delivery of course materials — ^ didn ' t receive the 
materials as of July, 1969. Because I had applied for 
the course in late April and Vhoped to finish it before 
September , I felt it was impossible to wait any longer. 

1 did not receive the student workbook; I advised the cam- 
pus of this and was. told that a workbook would be sent. I 
also was informed that the time schedule would not begin 
until I received the book, but I never received one. 

I paid the'tuitdW in early September and received my 
course materials around November 1. I wasted a lot of 
valuable time waiting for the course materials to arrive. . 

I followed instructions by sending, in a letter when I was 
half way through the course and ready for the next book. 
However, I never received any answer from the campus. 

I paid for the course and never received any material; 

I wrote a few times to the campus and finally had to ask 
for my money back. 

Course was misrepresented — This course was grossly 
misrepresented in the brochure compared to what it actu- 
ally was when presented iri our local area. 

\ 

The advertising for the course was quite different from 
what I found when I actually received it. 



Administrative snafu — I was not assigned to an instruc 
tor after I enrolled. 

Two of my homework assignments which were mailed to the 
campus were never forwarded to my instructor . 



Discussion: Problems 

Involving Administrative 
Procedures 



The comments concerning late delivery of course materials 
take on additional meaning when they are compared^ to recent 

4 -»y-I r»+.n/ : lA'n4-c r*tV\r-\ cvmpoeqf n 1 1 Vitat ro nr»mnl o4"orl 

icocai^ii a.uvvji.va.uy o ^ waaw v-«. *iu. v v- 

SUNY correspondence courses. In this research, one out of 
every two students reported that it generally took more than 
three weeks from the date of enrollment to receive- the course 
materials. ' 



Campuses involved in student complaints about administrative 
procedures were: Albany; Binghamton; Brockport; Geneseo; 

Niagara; Oswego; and Plattsburghl The specific courses in- 
volved at each of these campuses are listed in Appendix 
Table 2. 



Problems Involving the 
Enrollee's Learning 
Orientation ' 

^ / 

The second category ^in Table 10 contains 22 per cent of the 
reasons. About six out of every ten reasons in this category 
involved the enrollee's learning orientation; these responses 
will be presented separately from those involving the enroll- 
ee's motivation. 



S 



I found it too difficult to study 

The course needed faculty contact 
materials and course content. 



i 

independently . 



f 

to fully appreciate the 



Can't study without the personal touch of the instructor. 

This is a difficult way to study, having nobody to discuss 
problems with. 

I felt completely frustrated by this method; I could not 
remember what I had learned from one lesson to the next. 



Decided that I would need the help of an instructor to get 
through the course. 

After reading the first assignment, I decided that I would 
need personal instruction to .pass the course. 



/ 
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Found that I need the opportunity for discussion with other 
students. I was not able to gain enough insight into the 
course without having an explanation from the teacher. 

I was., not able to fully understand the course.' When I com- 
pleted the course on campus., I found that I could follow it 
completely. , 

When I had a question, I had no immediate way of getting an 
answer. The text lacked answers to the questions and problems 
which had to be submitted. 

I felt that I could do better -in a course such as calculus 
with the help of an instructor; therefore,. I dropped out and 
enrolled in the same course on campus. 

> 

This is a depersonalized way to study? it is hard to develop 
communication between the teacher and student. 

I concluded that classroom attendance would be better for me. 

. »' 

Was taking too much time submitting /my papers because I could 
not find the explanation alone. 

Problems Involving the 
Enrollee’s Motivation 



Approximately four out of every ten comments grouped into the 
second category in Table 10 related to the lack of student 
motivation. Following^ is .a sample of the verbatim comments 
made . 



I didn't have the self-discipline which is required. 

Experienced a lack of self-discipline and I find it easier 

to get the work done when* .1 have fixed deadlines . 

b'-' 

Did not have enough self-discipline to study on my own. 

I was too lazy. 

Did not desire to do the work. 

\ 

Had a lack of interest and ambition. 

I didn’t have enough, motivation to do the work when there was 
no chance of participating in class discussion. 



V 



Problems of Other Demands 
on Enrollee’s Time 



As indicated in Table 10, time problems accounted fcr 19 per 
cent of the reasons given for discontinuing. A sample of 
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next. 



Full-time responsibilities — During the year I had a full- 
time teaching position and r~ aftended school during the summer 
We sold our house and bought a new one and I have three young 
sons and no one else to help me . 

I was working around the clock, and didn't have the time to 
complete the course. 

I am a youth’ leader, also I work 330 days out of 365. I did 
not have enough time to devote to my study. 

As a full-time teacher and coach of girls' sports I found 
that the time necessary to spend on the course was lacking. 

In addition to a full-time job, there was the pressure of 
family .duties. Due to a period of ill health and more 
pressing schedule, I could not find the-necessary time to 
complete the course. 

I undertook the course during the summer while I was_working 
16 hours a day helping my mother in her restaurant; did not 
have the time to continue the course and give it the atten 
tion it needed. 

I went back to work full-time and didn't have the time to 
work on the course. 



General reasons — X was trying to do too many things at 
one time . 'S * 

There simply wasn't enough time to finish. 

I didn't have enough free time to complete -the course within 
the allotted period for completion. 

Am enrolled in a nursing program and couldn't find the time 
to complete the course. 

My business venture did not allow me enough time. 
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We are moving and I didn't have time to do the work. 

I work part-time and attend an evening class one night a 
week; I found that more time was required than I was able 
to devote to the course . 



work loads . The course required too much time and my high 
school work came first. 

I work 45 hours per week; in addition I run a small business, 
and also have be^n helping a sick relative a bit. There were 
/ not enough minutes per hour and not enough hours per day. I 
still read the tfext and delated materials whenever I find 
even a few minutes. 



devote to the course' 1 was not sufficient. 

I found it difficult to find the time to take two courses 
during the summer and to tend to three children at the same 
time. 

My new baby required too much time to continue with my out- 
side activities. 



Prob lems Relating to new 
De velopments and Changes 
in the Enrollee's Plans 

About 15 per cent of the reasons given for discontinuing were 
grouped into this category (Table 10) . A sample of vertabim 
'comments follows. 



' Changes in enrollee's plans — I decided to take a second 
job during the evening and Saturdays.' 

Decided not to enter the teaching profession at the high 
school level. • . 

Made a decision to go on to graduate school instead. 



Could not get the work done which' was assigned. 

I attend high school and found that I could not handle both 





personal affairs 1 ft no- .time for/ stpdy . - • 

I** *> 

With four small chifdreh at hom^,\the amount of time I could 



Home and peri lal reasons - 




The pressure of family and 
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Have enrolled in another university and am now taking 15 fuli- 
time credits. 

I- am now a full-time graduate student and I am taking the 
course on campus. 

Because of a period of bad health, my plans have shifted to 
obtaining an AB degree instead. 

Other concerns have become more important and I am no longer 
interested in preparing for graduate school. 

Have enrolled instead in a community college and now attend 
evening classes. ; 

, \ 

My plans have changed due to health reasons. 

Decided to enroll in evening school to finish the course. 

My plans have changed due to a change in employment. 

I have enrolled full-time in college and am now able to take 
courses faster. * 



Other developments — I became quite ill during the birth 
of my child; I could not fulfill the requirements and, 
therefore, I could not attain the satisfaction that I would 
like to from the course. 



Because of a death in the family I was unable to concentrate 
on the course and I was unable to give it the attentio^ which 
it needed. \ 

I changed my major and, therefore, no longer need this par- 
ticular course. y 

A f 

My mother died and I acquired other responsibilities which 
I had to attend to. 

I was readmitted back into school and was required to take. 

the course at th^-S particular school. 

# ‘ 

I decided to be married after enrolling in the course, and 
I have since started graduate work on campus. 

I now have added responsibilities and do not have' - time ; for 
the course. 

We bought another house which needed a lot of minor improve- 
ments and I decided to work on this . 
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Problems Related 

to Course Content x * ’ 

About 15 per cent of the reasons given for discontinuing in- 
volved problei^s with the content <of the cgurse itself (Table 
10) . A sample considered representative of the verbatim re- 
sponses is presented fyext. 

• ' o ' 

a . - ( 

General problems — It was not the type of material which 
would meet my needs;* . 

I found the subject matter irritating. *.* 

The textbook has to be both the instructor and reference 
library; the. text did not give enough information ’or de- 
. tailed examples. " ' 

The assignments in the s^tudy guide were unreasonable. 

I thought the course would be more advanced but ^.t wasi 
more elementary than high school. I felt it would be a 
waste of both 'my time and the professors ’ to complete the 
course; the professor expected quite elementary answers. 

The course was *iot what I expected it to be. I was ; look- 
ing for ci course > on sentence structure, proper grammar and 
effective business writing. 



I did not feel that .the content of this course was one suited 
to correspondence. This course was one mainly of statistics 
and class articipation seemed necessary. 



I found t course to dee less interesting, and dryer than 
expected. 

t * 

1 don’t feel that a statistics course is really applicable 
to the correspondence method. • I could do the lessons but 
I didn * t really understand them without having the teacher’s 
personal explanation^ 

Course was too difficult — The course materials were too 
difficult to follow. 



The content of this course was too difficult without having 
direct contact with the teacher. 




The course was too hard for me. 






I could not work the problems assigned; they were too dif- 
ficult. 

The questions found in the study guide were so difficult and 
involved that I became discouraged. 



Too much content was included — This course covered at 
least three times as much material as a similar course taken 
in the classroom. 

There were too many assignments to endure. 

I.. found it impossible to cover so much subject matter. 



Miscellaneous Reasons 
— ' /• 

, \ t 

)ftbout 5 per cent of the respondents gave reasons for discon- 
tinuing which did hot fit into the previous • five categories 
l (Table 10) . A sample considered representative of- the reasons 
l placed into this category is listed next. \ i 



I was able to meet the certification requirements without 
having the course. ^ 

The certification requirements were changed and I no longer 
needed the course to make up for a lack of undergraduate 
math credits. 

# 

I no longer need the course because the college will now 
accept the "D" I received in a previous course for trans- 
fer credit. 

My curiousity was satisfied; what I thought was good work 
rated poor marks and what I thought was poor work rated 
good marks. 

There were insufficient funds to covet my check. I also 
paid something like $13.00 for r a textbook that looked like 
it was used in 1930. The age of the book is not the dis- 
pute, it is the price. 

I had no other choice at the time I enrolled, however, I 
haye now been accepted at a new community college. 

I took the course as ' a refresher for the civil service exam; 
after I passed the exam I* had no reason to complete the course. 
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I did not know I had discontinued until I received your 
questionnaire. There was no notice given to extend. ^.It 
is my interest to try to be reinstated. 

I couldn’t find the library resources to do a good job in 
completing the assignments. 



Suggestions for Improvement 



An open-end question invited respondents to suggest ways 
of improving the Independent Study Program. About one 
out of every ten respondents used this opportunity to make 
favorable comments, which usually concerned the quality of 
the course or the educational opportunity which correspon- 
dence study affords. 

Forty-eight per cent did not answer this- item; that is, they 
did not make any comments. The remaining 42 per cent made 
one or more suggestions. These were grouped into the main 
themes listed below? to the right of each main theme is a 
figure indicating the number of times it was mentioned. 



Overall administration needs to be improved; 
-more coordination between the instructor and 
campus is required 

Instructor who is motivated and sympathetic 
to the needs of correspondence study students 
is required. . *. . . • • • •> • • • • • 

Instructor should be required to return 
corrected lessons within a specified 
period of time. . . • • 

Study guide materials should be presented 
in a better way 

Textbook which is easier to understand is 
needed 

More opportunities for counseling are 
needed; these should be available at the 
nearest SUMY campus, regardless of where 
the student is enrolled 
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I did not know I had discontinued until I received your 
questionnaire. There was no notice given to extend. It 
is my interest to try to be reinstated. 

I couldn't find the library resources to do a good job in 
completing the assignments. 



< 

Suggestions for Improvement 



An open-end question invited respondents to suggest^ ways 
of improving the Independent Study Program. About one 
out of every ten respondents used this opportunity to make 
favorable, comments, which- usually, concerned the quality of 
the course or the educational opportunity which correspon- 
dence study affords. ■ - 

Forty-eight per cent did not answer this item; that .is, they 
did not make any comments. The^ remaining 42 per cent made 
one or more suggestions. These were grouped into the main 
themes listed' below; tb the right of each main theme is a 
figure indicating the number of times it was mentioned. 



Overall administration needs to be improved; 
more coordination between the instructor and 
campus -is required ‘ 10 

Instructor who is motivated and sympathetic 

to the needs of correspondence study students 

is required *....' 9 

Instructor should be required to return 
corrected lessons within a specified 

period of time 7 

Study guide materials should be presented 

in a better way 6 

Textbook which is easier to understand is 

needed. 6 



More opportunities for counseling are 
needed; these should be available at the 
nearest SUNY campus, regardless of where 
the student is enrolled. , 
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Shorter assignments are needed 6 

Amount of content to - be covered in 

the course should be reduced 5 

. .. . . ) 
campus snouia provide a reminder notice 

concerning the expiration date for the 

course enrollment. . 5 

-s 

Student should be allowed to extend 

his enrollment without payment of fee 3 

A newsletter periodically should be 

mailed to correspondence study students 3 

A list of students in my area who are 
taking the same correspondence course 
should be provided 3 

An opportunity for a pre-enrollment 
interview with the instructor, should 

be provided 3 

A brochure should be developed on how 

to study for correspondence study courses 2 

<r 

Full refund should be provided if no 

lessons have been submitted 2 

Tuition for correspondence courses 

should be reduced 2 

Students should be permitted to return 

used textbooks for a refund. 2 

Better instructions for mailing lessons 

and for taking examinations are needed 1 

Campus or college newsletter should be 

mailed to correspondence study students 1 

Forms to extend the course enrollment 
routinely should be mailed to the 

student at the end of 12 months 1 

Graduate students shouldn*t be allowed 

to correct lessons 1 






V 
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Instructor should be assigned to teach 
correspondence students as a full-time 
responsibility. . . . x 

Do not list courses in promotion bro- 
chures if instructors are not available i 

€ 

Recordings should be used to supplement 

written materials. . . . 1 



Pull refund should be provided if the N 
instructor disappears or terminates 

his employment . . . . 1 

« 

Two years of original time should be 

granted to complete a course 1 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

What has the Student Gained? 

# 

Certain general conclusions are suggested by the data pre- 
sented. One gets the definite impression that, for a large 
majority of the enrollees, the course has by no means been 
without value. The overwhelming majority who indicated that 
they had learned something from the course testifies to this 
fact. This is true even after realizing that many of these 
replies must have been influenced by the psychological dif- 
ficulty involved in acknowledging that effort has been ex- 
pended without reward. Although course completion is only 
^ _ one criterion for appraising the value of the course to the 
student, the sizable number of students who enrolled to 
obtain academic credit haye certainly fallen short of their 
goal . 

/ 

^ <» , > 

Implications for 
Increasing the 
Completion Rate 

The study's findings have implications for the direction and 
nature of the steps which might be taken to increase the 
completion rate. At present, rough indications of the & 
strength of motivation for completion can be inferred from 
the stated reasons for enrolling. The students who may 
have the strongest interest, for example, certainly in- 
clude but are not limited to those interested in obtain- 
ing academic credit. Campus administrators should remember 
this when formulating letters and other communications to 
motivate enrollees; an effort, to motivate enrollees accord- 
ing to their expressed interest would seem to be an effective 
communications approach. 

In addition, the timing of communications which campuses use 
to motivate students must be considered. It appears critical 
to encourage enrollees during their early months of study; 
the fact that one-third failed to send in any lessons clearly 
illustrates this point. 



Attacking the Ob stacle s 
to Completion 

The solutions to the six categories of problems can be seen 
in outline, although they are not so easily brought about. 
The findings, therefore, raise the question of how to mount 
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a more direct attack upon the problems which have been 
brought to light. 

Problems involving the instructor and administrative pro- 
cedures were the most important in frequency. Although 
these problems appear correctable, they fall largely out- 
side of the direct control of the Central Office for 
Continuing Education. In many cases, the existence of 
these problems involves a lack of campus support for the 
Independent Study Program, with a consequent failure to 
provide both the dedicated faculty and administrative 
concern necessary for a successful program. General 
improvement, therefore, is needed in the total effort 
of both compus administrators and instructors to serve 
the correspondence student. 

The late return of lessons should be a priority item for 
a plan of corrective action taken by campuses; it is obvious, 
that this has had a very negative effect; on the enrollee's 
motivation. Another priority item for campuses should be an 
examination of their total communications effort. Enrollees 
should receive several- communications • from the campus to . 
supplement or reinforce the interaction between instructor 
and student? a need underscored by a recent study of SUNY 
students who successfully have completed correspondence 
work. This research indicated that two 'out of every three ^ 
enrollees received., no communications from the campus to 
motivate them in their study.® 

The finding that time problems were important is both en-^ 
couraging and discouraging. It is encouraging in the 
limited negative. sense of indicating that there is no 
serious fault in the Independent Study program which con- 
L stitufes a barrier to a higher completion rate. But it 
is also discouraging .because the kinds of time .problems 
comprising this category are ones which essentially can be 
only resolved by the . enrollee . Very few of those who pre- 
, sented time problems suggest that a solution could be 
brought about by an extension oi the one-year of .original 
time granted to complete. The question, therefore, becomes 
not so much one of what can. be done to prevent them, but 
rather, to what extent can they be foreseen and incorporated 
into the students' planning. 

Herein is found an inherent problei$»of the independent study ^ 
method in that it often is not feasible to give pre-enrollment 
counseling. Oftentimes, however, the campus advisor could be 



of assistance in helping the prospective enrollee to take a • 
more realistic look at his time requirements.^ Furthermore, 
it is quite likely that Some of the lack of foresight which 
gave rise to' time problems stems from a lack of information 

VxXi i +• 4-Ko rJ om onrlc *? r»nrroc;nnnrlonnp woill (3 xn^lcs - 

Again, the campus' advisor could be of help by giving the 
prospective enrollee a realistic picture of the time which 
the course requires, so that he may be somewhat better able 
to determine whether he can fit it into his ^schedule. 

Problems 'with the course itself fall almost entirely with- 
in the scope of concerns which could be eliminated by more 
effective counseling, both priof to enrollment and during 
the students' progress in the course. Also, difficulties 
involving new developments and changes in the enrollee’ s 
plans deserve special attention because the number of 
such problems probably could be greatly reduced by student 
counseling. It is true, of course, that many of the problems 
of changed interest, *and plans will always occur. Changes in 
college and career plans, for example, *are bound to occur 
frequently in young age groups. It is' probably true that 
acquaintance with. the subject matter through correspondence 
often serves the useful purpose of allowing the enrollee to 
discover at an 2 early date that certain career fields are not 
appropriate for him. In this case, counseling would be valu- 
able to encourage the student to change his enrollment to a 
course that fits his new needs. 
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TABLE 



Complaints Involving the Instructor / 
Classified by Campus 



Campus 


Course Involved 


Albany 


Business 56 


Alfred 


Business 58 


Alfred 


English (Fresh.) 


Brockport 


English 


Brockport 


; Economics (Intro 


Brockport 


Philosophy 76 


Brockport 


Geology 54 


Brpckport 


Sociology 36 


Farmingdale 


European History 


Manhattan 


English 1 


Nassau 


Psychology 61 


Nassau 


Accounting 1 


Nassau 


English 101 ' 


Nassau 


Sociology 36 


f 

Orange 


History 2 


Oswego 


Anal . -Geometry 


Plattsburgh 


Economics 1 



V> 



Regarding each of the above campuses, one or more complaints 
were made about the instructional services provided. 
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Complaints Involving Administrative 
Procedures', Classified by Campus 



Campus 


Course Involved 


Albany 


Economics 


Binghamton 


Humanities 


Brockport 


Amer. History 11 


Brockport 


Psychology 61 


Geneseo 


Philosophy 76 


Niagara 


Shakespeare 


Oswego 


Sociology 


Plattsburgh 


Business 56 



For each campus above, one or more complaints were 
made about the administrative services provided. 
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TABLE 3 



Sub-Categories of Reasons Pertaining 
to the Instructor and Administrative 
. Procedures , Listed in Decreasing' 

~ Order of Frequency 

Sub-Categories 

1. Late return of lessons - ' 

2. Poor teaching approach used. 

3. Late delivery of course materials 

4. Course was misrepresented in the promo- 
. tional materials. 

5. Teacher was not available. 

6. Administrative snafu could not be resolved. 

7. Grading standards were inconsistent. 
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TABLE 4 




Enrollee's Learning Orientation and 
the Enrollee's Motivation, Listed in 
Decreasing Order of Frequency 



Sub-Categories 

1. Can't learn effectively by the correspon- 
dence study method . 

2. Lack of self-discipline. 

► 

3. Didn't have the proper educational back- 
ground. 
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